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A ~ay in the Li)~ of Abtd Salnma is an 
expanded Yemon of an article writ­

ten for the New York Review of Books that 
S<'.t its author, athan Thrall, on the path 
to becoming a widely admired journalist. 
The book follows one Palestinian father as 
he tries, with mounting despair, to discover 
what has become of his five-year-old son, 
!vlilad, following a road accident a dec­
ade ago. The events described in the book 
have, of course, been dwarfed by the hor­
rors currently unfolding in Israel and the 
Gaza Strip. Thrall does not discuss Hamas 
or Gaza, and the book went to press long 
before the anack of 7 October. Neverthe­
less, his calm and thoughtful account is a 
n:minder of the value of clear-headed analy­
sis in times of crisis. 

At 8.45 one February morning in 2012, 
an ancient, creal..-y bus carrying a party of 
children on a school outing in the Jerusa­
lem municipality from the Nour al-Houda 
kindergarten was struck by an eighteen­
whccl, thirty-ton truck. It was raining hard, 
the truck driver was inexperienced and 
untrained and had a raft of traffic convic­
tions behind him, and his vehicle careened 
across the en tire width of the road. The bus, 
which was stationary, was hit so violently 
that it turned over before a short circuit in 
the fuse box caused it to catch fire. Strong 
winds fanned the flames. 

The site of the accident was a stretch of 
road in Area C, which after the Oslo Accords 
of 1993 remained under the control of the 
Jsraclis, whose emergmgr services, police and 
soldiers were stationed not far away. For a 
while, nnne of tl1em turned up. However, a 
medical team from UNRWA happened to 
l,c nearby and, together with the people who 
}1ad gall 1ercd, lx:g;m to break tl1e wi.nduws uf 
tl1e h11ming l,u~ aud clr,tg the children and 
tl,rir tcdllicrs 0111. Sc11ne were alrc.1dy de.id; 
c,rl1ers were""> badly b11mcd as to be unrcc­
<1'(.lll~.Jl,le. By rlac rime rlic c111crgcmy st:rvit cs 
~!,owed up,rri1r.1 ufrlio<.<· ,1ilJ ,1l1vc bad been 
fcrrrnl ro /11r,J'11,J 1,y Jo<:"plc wirl1 l,tr.. Six 
~r11.11l d,ildn:u aud c,11e rc·.u her were de.ul. 

\,Vhat lhrill sets out to do is to put to 
one side the question of the two-state solu­
tion and describe what he sees as the real­
ity on tl1e ground: that Israel controls and 
administers 90 per cent of the territory 
between the River Jordan and the Medi­
terranean, a siruation that produced the 
conditions that led to this tragedy. 

lhe Oslo Accords, which created the 
Palestinian Authority, were intended to 
launch a peace process between Israelis 
and Palestinians. In practice, Israelis used 
the time to shrink the Palestinian presence 
in Greater Jerusalem and increase Jewish 
settlements on confiscated land, with the 
support of the government and the tax­
payer-funded World Zionist Organisation. 
Thrall writes at length about the separation 
barrier that began to go up in the mid-
2000s, taking th•~ form c-,f:, ,u1r_s ofl~·nLi:s, 
trenchc'S and brL-.,! v.=. • ,., r ~-Jtl, •1:c: ill 
leng--J1 .snd, ir, ~-, --.,·.-.1. 
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bypass Palc;ti11i.1n c;tic, and ,:uttwg off 
enclaves of Palestinians from the: emer­
gency St:rvices. Palestinians were relegated 
to circuitous routes, endle~s checkpoints 
and interminable traffic hold-ups. All of 
these were factors that led to the school 
bus accident. 

1l1rall's tone is measured and the details 
he provides are well chosen. Following the 
life of Abed Salama, he outlines his early 
clays as rhe son of a pro~perous farmer, the 
loss of the family lands, his involvement 
in a Marx.i~t-Leninist faction of the PLO 
and the months he ~pent in prison. I le 
w.t~ tonureJ anJ placeJ in ad111inis1r.llive 
dl·te111 ion, 1101 knowing when he would be 
lcr our. Roughly 40 per cent of all Palcs­
ti11ia11 men and hoyb wnc arrested in the 
dcLadc~ following the l,1.1cli ocn1pa1ion 
11f1lic Wt~I B.111k in 1%7.'lhib h,1s lwcn 
l"11011gh, ht \\"rirc·,, In 11.111111ati,e an cn1irc 
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rumours tl1ar alternately g.1.vc them hope and 
filled them with dread. Some of the boJiL, 
returned to them were too severely burned 

to be given the usual rituals for th e dead.. 
From the stories of the people who 

arrived at the scene, both Palcstinians and 
Israelis, Thrall funs out to describe all aspa.-rs 
of the occupation, from the loss suffer-ed by 
the Palestinjans on the West Bank of their 
natural resources to the differenr-coloured 
ID cards which regulate the movements 
of those who carry them. He wrires of the 
anguish of the parents, as the hours passed 
and hope ran out, and the effects the acci­
dent had on their lives, the break-up of mar­
riages and the blame parents subjected each 
other to for allO\ving their children to go on 
the school outing in such terrible weather. 

The official investigation into the acci­
dent focused on the ;,.ct:ons of the driver 
of the truck and the fact tl1at he was going 
.,~ nearly twice tii.-: spceJ limit. He was 
·,.-o:,::1ced to thirty ~v:,nth in ja.il. \Vhat 
·J:c report omitted ,,, u:wcr was the fail­
' . c ,,f f srae!i emerge. ,c_y ,ervices to arri\'c 
•; :idJy at the scene, tfic hold-ups to Pal­
t:.r.iniJn ambulances ..::rnsed by chcck­
po:nrs, tl1e terrible conJirions of the road 
and the e.xist.:nce of the separation wall, 
which forced Palestinians to make long 
and dangerous detours. 

In 2014,John K.:rry, tl1e American sccre­
tuy of st.1.te at tl1e time, caused upro.1r when 
he said that there \'r.lS a risk oflsracl turn­
ing into an 'apartheid st.1.te'. Such w.1.s the: 
outrJ.b>t: that Kerry WJ.S forced to retr.i.:t his 
comments, but they stuck with 1l1r-.1ll, wh<1 

~ a~cw livi.ng i_n!cms.ucm l~ds rcsp..-msihil-
1ty for the pol1c1es [ th;u] arc being cuTieJ 
out in the name of all Jewish pc,;ple'. I lis 
soblT hook provides a terrible picture of the 
lc~.1cy of yc.1rs or vi,1len1..·c ,111d mism,,t in 
the \Vest Bank. [ 11 the light of the e\·ents 
of7 Ocr,ihcr and wh.1t lus l~1ll,1wc,I ,inc.:. 
anythin~ bcttl'r tlun the dism.1I ~itu.ui,111 
h,· dc~n ilws is tl\JW 1min1.1.gi11.1hle. E\'l:n rhc 
n1,1,t ~l·n,ihlc Clllllllll'nt.tlnrs sccm ,It .1 !,,,, 
for idl·.1.s. 


